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The occurrence of polio is at its lowest level, yet the goal of eradication remains elusive with 

the ongoing circulation in the three remaining endemic countries. Developed countries have 

a low index of suspicion for polio – relying on astute clinicians to detect imported cases and 

high immunisation rates to prevent community outbreaks. Australia, like all polio-free 

countries, remains at risk of a polio importation until polio is eradicated globally. Gaps in 

routine immunisation coverage coupled with weaknesses in surveillance may put developed 

countries, such as Australia, at risk of high impact polio outbreaks. Few countries have 

tested the sensitivity of their polio surveillance systems, undertaken a comprehensive risk 

assessment or questioned whether existing polio surveillance strategies are the optimal 

surveillance at this stage of the global eradication initiative.  

 

Hunter Medical Research Institute’s (HMRI) Professor David Durrheim is the Chair of the 

National Certification Committee for the Eradication of Polio, Australia – the peak 

independent expert committee that assesses and reports on whether Australia continues to 

maintain its polio-free status. In this role he worked with Dr Beverley Paterson, HMRI Post-

Doctoral Research Fellow, and the Australian Government Department of Health and Ageing 

to review Australia’s national polio surveillance and assess the potential risk of introduction 

of polio by an infected person, product or specimen.  

 

Results from these two important pieces of work demonstrate that, while Australia has an 

impressive polio surveillance system, there are some gaps or risks that need to be 

addressed. While the risk of an importation is low, ensuring that travellers and immigrants 

from areas where polio continues to occur are vaccinated against polio will help to address 

the risk. Polio vaccination coverage in Australia is high but there continue to be pockets 

where immunisation coverage is less than ideal, putting families at risk of this potentially 

debilitating disease if an imported case were to occur and be introduced into their area.  

 

Outcomes and policy recommendations from this work were presented to the: Australian 

National Certification Committee (NCC) for the eradication of poliomyelitis; the International 

Meeting on Emerging Diseases, Vienna; and to the 18th Meeting of the Regional 

Commission for the Certification of Poliomyelitis Eradication in the Western Pacific Region in 

Beijing, China. At the Beijing meeting, a request was made by the World Health Organization 

(WHO) that Australia should share the findings with other "industrialised countries" as it 

represented best practice. Recommendations from this work have resulted in improvements 

to surveillance, changes in biosecurity requirements for product importations that may 

contain wild poliovirus, and amendments to vaccination policies; all helping to protect 

Australia from future polio outbreaks.  
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